To improve the coding efficiency of H.264/AVC, the encoder computes Rate Distortion (RD) costs of all possible intra coding modes to decide the optimum mode, this leads to high computational complexity. A fast intra prediction mode decision method to reduce the computational complexity is presented in this paper. The method employs the prediction directions and the Sum of Absolute Transformed Difference (SATD) of the reconstructed surrounding pixels and the block content to remove the less likely prediction modes from the Rate Distortion Optimization (RDO) computation. A block type skip method is also presented to further improve the performance. The experimental results show that the proposed method can reduce the coding time effectively with slight video quality degradation and bit rate increment.
Introduction
H.264 or MPEG-4 Part 10 Advanced Video Coding (AVC) is the video compression standard jointly developed by ITU-T and ISO/IEC. The H.264 standard employs many newest coding tools, such as Intra prediction, quarter pixel employment in inter prediction, multiple block-size motion estimation and compensation and improved entropy encoding to increase the coding efficiency compared to previous standards [1] . However the high computation complexity makes it difficult to be applied in real time applications. Hence to reduce the computation of H.264/AVC has become a major research task. For real time applications like videoconferencing it is required that the encoding time taken by the video codec to be as low as possible. The aim of this work is to develop an efficient intra mode decision procedure.
Many methods for fast intra coding exist and the main idea is to eliminate the unlikely prediction modes from the Rate Distortion Optimization (RDO). Tsai et al. proposed an intensity gradient based approach, which applies an intensity gradient filter on some particular pixels to extract edge directions in blocks [2] . The estimated edge directions are used to select appropriate intra prediction modes. Ching-Yu et al. presented a fast intra prediction mode selection mechanism using Projection-Based Predicted Block Residuals, in which the reconstructed surrounding pixels and content of the block to be encoded are employed to facilitate the coding process [3] . Pan et al. adopted Sobel operators to obtain the information of edges. A local edge-direction histogram is generated and the orientation with the highest probability is chosen as the major prediction direction [4] . Huanqiang et al. proposed a hierarchical intra mode decision method based on Sum of Absolute Transformed Difference (SATD), which helps to skip some less probable intra macroblock Types [5] . Hao Zhang et al proposed an enhancement to the one proposed by Huanqiang et al, by adding some most probable modes conditionally to improve the video quality [6] . Mohammed et al. proposed a fast 4x4 intra prediction scheme based on the correlation between neighbouring blocks and the SATD between the original block and the intra predicted block, the rank of each mode and the Most Probable mode (MPM) are also considered [7] . In this paper a method based on the sum of absolute Hadamard transformed differences (SAHTD) and the prediction direction is presented, inspired by the prediction method in H.264 and the methods given in paper [3, 5] . To further improve the performance a method for block type selection based on SAHTD and an adaptive threshold is also presented.
This paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, gives an overview of H.264/AVC intra prediction process, Section 3, gives the proposed fast intra mode selection method, followed by experimental results and discussion in Section 4. Finally, Section 5 contains the conclusion.
Overview of Intra Prediction in H.264/AVC
The H.264 intra prediction method removes the spatial redundancy of pixels within the current picture. The reconstructed edge pixels of the neighbouring macroblocks are utilized to predict the pixels of current macroblock to be coded. In intra coding, only the residual block, which is the prediction error obtained by taking the difference between the block to be encoded and the predicted values, is encoded. There are three different macroblock size for intra prediction of luma blocks, they are 16x16, 8x8 and 4x4, and is represented as I16MB, I8MB and I4MB respectively. The block size for intra prediction of chroma blocks is 8x8. I8MB is available only in High profile of H.264, I16MB and I4MB are available in all the profiles. I16MB is usually suitable for homogeneous regions and I4MB for more detailed regions. H.264 luma supports four prediction modes for 16x16 block size and nine prediction modes for 4x4 and 8x8 block size in the case of coding of a macroblock unit. H.264 chroma block support four prediction modes.
Prediction Modes for Luma 4x4 and Luma 8x8
H.264 supports nine prediction modes for 4x4 and 8x8 block size. The prediction of Luma 8x8 is similar to that of Luma 4x4 except for the block size. The nine 4x4 luma prediction modes are designed in a directional manner in H.264 and are shown in the Fig.1 (a) , For coding the luma blocks of size 4x4, the intra prediction is generated from samples of the neighboring blocks to the left; top; top and to the left; top and to the right; or a combination of these depending on the prediction mode and whether these blocks are available for prediction. The labeling of samples is shown in Fig.1 (b) , where the lowercase letters, a to p represent the pixels of a 4x4 block which is to be encoded and the uppercase alphabets, A to M, represent the reconstructed pixels. The nine modes include one DC mode and eight directional prediction modes. 
Prediction Modes for Luma 16x16 and Chroma 8x8
H.264 supports four prediction modes for luma 16x16 (I16MB) and chroma 8x8. The method of prediction for the four prediction modes of I16MB are shown in Fig 
Rate Distortion Optimization Function
The H.264/AVC uses the Lagrangian RDO function [8] to find the best mode and all the modes are exhaustively searched to identify the mode with minimum Rate Distortion (RD) cost. Combination of the different chroma modes and the luma modes which gives the minimum RD cost is selected as the best mode of chroma and luma; this method is also known as exhaustive mode decision or the high complexity method. The Lagrangian RDO function is defined as given in (1)
where J RDO represents the rate distortion cost, QP is the quantization parameter, is the Lagrangian multiplier dependent on the quantization parameter, Sum of Squared Difference (SSD) represents the SSD between the original luma block to be coded (s) and the reconstructed block after prediction (c), and R represents the number of bits.
Proposed Fast Intra Mode Prediction
The proposed fast intra prediction method removes the less likely modes from the RD calculation. It is based on the direction of prediction and the SATD between the original block to be encoded (s) and the predicted block (c). The SATD is calculated by applying the Hadamard transform to the difference between s and c. The sum of absolute Hadamard transform difference (SAHTD) is given in (2) where Where the matrix H is taken as in (3) For the I4MB, the algorithm calculates the SATD between the original block and the predicted block of the first five modes, that includes the four major predicting directions Vertical(0), Horizontal(1), Diagonal Down-Left (3), and Diagonal Down-Right(4) and the DC mode(2) to select a set of candidate modes for RDO calculation. The DC mode is always selected as one of the candidate mode. After evaluating the SATD of these five modes, if the mode which gives minimum SATD is a direction mode, then that mode and the two adjacent direction modes are selected as candidate modes for the RDO calculation. For example with reference to Fig.1(a) if the minimum SATD is given by vertical, i.e. mode 0, then {7, 0, 5} are selected as candidate modes. If the minimum SATD is given by the DC mode, then DC mode is chosen as the best mode. This method reduces the amount of calculation. The intra prediction of I8MB is almost the same as that of I4MB hence the same method is applied to reduce the computational complexity of I8MB. Here four prediction modes will be chosen as the candidate modes for 8x8 and 4x4, they are DC and the three modes in the selected set. Just like pixel correlation of current block with neighbouring blocks, there is mode correlation between the adjacent modes, so Most Probable Mode (MPM) of I4MB and I8MB is included in the set of candidate modes to increase the accuracy of prediction. For I16MB and chroma8x8, SATD of the four prediction modes are evaluated. The mode which gives minimum SATD is chosen as the best prediction mode.
Intra 16x16 is mostly used for coding homogeneous or smooth macroblocks (MB) where as intra 4×4 block type is more appropriate for the MBs with detailed information. Intra 8x8 is suitable for regions with medium details compared to intra 4x4 and intra 16x16. Hence if the content texture of MB can be identified in advance, the checking of all the block types is not required. That means the block types 4×4 and 8x8 prediction modes can be skipped for the smooth MBs. It is seen that the smoothness of MB is related to the SATD value. If an MB is not smooth or homogenous, the difference between the original pixels and the prediction pixels will be large and the SATD value will be large too. Hence this information is used to early decide the macroblock type. If the SATD value of the best mode in I16MB is less than a threshold T, the MB is considered homogeneous and the checking of all the nine modes in I4MB and I8MB are skipped. The threshold T is calculated by taking the average of the SATD of the best modes in which I16MB is selected as the best block type. This early block type selection reduces the encoding time significantly.
The Proposed fast intra mode prediction algorithm is summarized below.
1. For the intra 8x8 chroma prediction, the SATD value of the four chroma prediction modes is computed and choose the mode with minimum SATD as the best chroma prediction mode. The fast chroma intra mode selection implemented in JM reference software is utilized to obtain the final chroma prediction mode. 2. For the Intra 16x16 luma block the mode which gives the smallest SATD value is selected as the prediction mode. 3. For the Intra 4x4 Block Skipping, if the smallest SATD value obtained in step 2 is less than the threshold T, the block is considered homogeneous and I4MB prediction modes are skipped. The Threshold T is calculated as the average of the SATD value of all the previously coded best I16MB modes in which I16MB is selected as the best luma prediction mode. 4 The selected set of candidate modes are given to rate distortion optimization calculation and the mode which gives the minimum rate distortion cost is selected as the best luma 4x4/luma8x8 prediction mode. 5. The sum of the RD cost of the best mode of each 8x8 luma block gives the RD cost of current MB and is represented by RDC8x8. Likewise the sum of the RD cost of the best mode of each 4x4 luma block gives the RD cost of current MB and is represented by RDC4x4. 6. The RD cost of best intra 16×16 prediction mode gives the RD cost of current MB and is represented as RDC6×16. 7. The mode which gives minimum RD cost is chosen as the best mode. That means evaluate the minimum cost among RDC16×16, RDC8×8 and RDC4×4. If the minimum cost is given by RDC4×4, 4×4 prediction mode is selected as the best luma prediction mode; If the minimum cost is given by RDC8×8, 8×8 prediction mode is chosen as the best luma prediction mode; If the minimum cost is given by RDC16x16, intra 16x16 prediction mode is chosen as the best luma prediction mode.
Experimental Results and Discussions
The proposed fast intra prediction algorithm is integrated into the JM18.6 reference software [9] to evaluate the performance of the algorithm. The input video sequence used for testing are of the formats, quarter common intermediate format (QCIF)-format and common intermediate format (CIF)-format. The simulation were performed on a computer with Intel Core i3 2.4 GHz CPU and 3 GB RAM. The test environment and settings are: 150 frames in each test video and all the frames are encoded as intra frame. RDO is enabled. The transform used is Hadamard transform, and entropy coding CAVLC is selected for the baseline profile and CABAC is selected for the main profile.
The performance comparison is done with the results got from JM 18.6 reference software with exhaustive mode decision, and the modified JM 18.6 with fast intra mode decision algorithm. Three indicators are used to evaluate the performance; the peak signal to noise ratio (PSNR) changes ∆PSNR in dB, bit rate changes ∆BR in percentage given in (5) and the encoding time reduction ∆T in percentage given in (6) . ∆PSNR is the PSNR difference between modified software (∆PSNR p ) and the original JM18.6 software (∆PSNR 264 ). In these equations subscript p represents the results with the proposed fast intra prediction algorithm and subscript 264 represents the results of original JM18.6 software without any speedup. ∆BR is the percentage reduction in bit rate and is given by ∆T is the execution time reduction ratio and is given by Table 1 gives the comparison results for baseline profile and main profile and Table 2 gives the comparison results for high profile, with QP set as 28. The values with '+' sign indicates increase and '-' indicates decrease. The test results for baseline profile show that on an average the proposed algorithm achieves an encoding time reduction of 78.13% with only 0.07 dB loss in PSNR_Y and 1.19% increment in total bit rate, and that for the main profile the proposed algorithm on an average reduces the encoding time by 78.8% with only 0.07 dB loss in PSNR_Y and 0.69% bit rate increment. For the high profile the proposed algorithm on an average reduces the encoding time by 81.45% with only 0.07 dB loss in PSNR_Y and 0.34% bit rate increment. The proposed algorithm is compared with the low complexity method in JM18.6 [9] .In this experiment, all the 150 frames are intra coded. The main profile is used for encoding. Here three indicators are used to evaluate the performances, and they are BDPSNR (Bjontegaard Delta Peak Signal to Noise Ratio), BDBR (Bjontegaard Delta Bit Rate) and the ratio of execution time reduction. BDPSNR and BDBR are methods to calculate the average PSNR and bit rate change of RD curve [10] . The percentage of execution time reduction is obtained by taking average of time reduction for different QPs 22, 24, 28, 32, and 36. Table 3 shows the comparison results of the proposed algorithm and the low complexity method over a set of QCIF and CIF videos. The performance evaluation is conducted with respect to the results obtained by the exhaustive mode decision. Experimental results indicate that the speed of the proposed algorithm is slightly less than the low complexity method but the coding performance of the proposed algorithm is better that the low complexity method by about 0.18db PSNR improvement and 2.26%bit rate reduction.
The rate distortion performance curve of the original JM18.6 with RDO, the modified software with fast intra mode decision algorithm and the low compelxity method of JM18.6 are plotted. To generate this graph the coastguard video sequence in CIF format is coded at a range of QP values 22, 24, 28, 32 and 36. Fig. 2 , shows the RD performance evaluation results for the baseline profile, the main profile and the high profile. The graph shows that the proposed algortihm has achieved almost silimlar RD performance as that of the original JM18.6 software with exhaustive mode decision. 
Conclusion
A fast intra mode decision algorithm for the H.264/AVC is proposed in this paper and is evaluated for baseline, main and high profiles. The encoding time is reduced by eliminating the less likely modes from the exhaustive mode decision process and by the block type skipping. The chroma prediction mode with the minimum SATD value is chosen as the best chroma mode. The minimum SATD cost of 16x16 luma prediction modes provides information about the smoothness of MB, and when this cost is less than an adaptive threshold, all 4x4 block modes are skipped. A candidate mode selection scheme based on SATD and prediction direction is employed to eliminate the unlikely prediction modes from 4×4 intra modes. Experimental results verify that the proposed fast intra mode decision algorithm, for QP set as 28, reduces the encoding time by 79.4% on average as compared with that of the exhaustive mode decision process of reference software version JM18.6, with slight loss of PSNR by about 0.07 dB on average and slight increase in bit rate by 0.74% on average.
